The purpose of this study was to explore Vietnamese educators' perspectives regarding the feasibility of implementing a U.S. Regional Accreditation standard ("Institutional Effectiveness") in the current Vietnamese higher education accreditation standards. An Institutional Effectiveness (IE) Process (Strategic Planning-IE Planning and AssessmentOperational Planning) and Assessment Cycle (Program Learning Outcomes-Curriculum MapAssessment Methods-Data Collection-Actions for Improvement) served as the conceptual framework for this study. The qualitative research design involved interviews with seven Vietnamese educators who work in centers for accreditation and offices of quality assurance in Vietnamese universities. Findings indicated that all participants supported the implementation of an IE standard and Assessment Cycle in Vietnamese higher education accreditation. Findings also stated that currently the IE Process and Assessment Cycle are not fully implemented in Vietnam higher education accreditation. The Vietnamese higher education institutions (HEIs) did not have a supportive culture of strategic planning due to centralized management by the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET). Moreover, most universities were only familiar with the first two steps in the Assessment Cycle. Based on the research findings, recommendations for the implementation of IE process and Assessment Cycle are made for MOET, Centers for Accreditation and Vietnamese HEIs.
Introduction: Vietnamese higher education accreditation
universities and colleges have diversified to include public, nonprofit, private for-profit, and the first foreign owned university in Vietnam, the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) (Hayden & Lam, 2010 ) [1] . The number of HEIs has quadrupled since the 1980s with more than 400 colleges and universities (Pham, 2014) [2] . This rapid growth and diversification has led to concerns regarding quality; therefore, Vietnam chose to develop an accreditation system to improve the quality of higher education. The development of accreditation in Vietnam dates back to the 2000 National Workshop on Quality Assurance in Higher Education held in Dalat (Nguyen, Oliver, & Priddy, 2009) [3] . After organizing many international and national conferences to discuss a suitable model for accreditation development in Vietnam and conducting many research studies on international accreditation, Vietnam decided to use the U.S. accreditation model as a reference. Self-study and peer review have become key elements for the accreditation processes in Vietnam. In 2004, Vietnam issued its quality standards, which included 10 standards and 53 criteria covering all activities of higher education. Each criterion comprised two levels of achievement. This set of standards was issued just at the right time, when Vietnam higher education had moved from elite education toward massification (Nguyen, Thi Khanh Trinh, 2013) [4] . Forty universities participated in a pilot study, and in 2007, a final revised set of 10 standards and 61 criteria was established. This set of standards has assisted Vietnamese higher education institutions (HEIs) to conduct their self-studies with the aim of being more transparent to students and stakeholders (Nguyen, Oliver, & Priddy, 2009) [3] . Vietnam higher education accreditation planned to implement Asian University Network -Quality Assurance (AUN-QA) in 2018.
During its accreditation development in 2003, the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) established both the General Department of Education Testing and Accreditation (GDETA) to issue accreditation policies and guidance to sustain national accreditation activities, and the centers for accreditation to award the accreditation certificates for HEIs. Subsequently, most HEIs established offices of quality assurance to comply with the national accreditation requirement (Nguyen, Evers and Marshall, 2017) [5] . During the more than 10-year implementation, accreditation has attracted much HEI involvement in the quality assurance process (CEA, 2014) [6] and raised academics' awareness about the role of quality assurance in the sustainability of higher education (Nguyen, Duc Chinh, 2013) [7] .
However, most Vietnamese academics shared concerns that the current set of standards do not enhance the quality of higher education and do not address the key features of accreditation. Continuous quality improvement is missing (Do, 2013 [8] ; Le & Sai, 2013 [9] ; Vo, 2013) [10] , and the standards still focus on input and processes rather than output (Nguyen, 2009 [3] ; Nguyen, 2013 [4] ; Nguyen et al., 2017) [5] . Meanwhile the current trend in U.S. and other countries' accreditation is to focus on output to improve the quality impact on HEIs (Nguyen et al., 2009) [3] . Therefore, this study examined Vietnamese key educators' perceptions about the potential of implementing a U.S. regional accreditation output standard, Institutional Effectiveness (IE), to shift the focus of Vietnam higher education accreditation standards from input and processes to output.
U.S. Regional Accreditation and Institutional Effectiveness (IE)
The U.S. has a more than 100-year-old history in accreditation. The development of accreditation in the U.S. has been greatly affected by the Higher Education Act (HEA), which has pushed accreditation standards from an input to an output focus. IE is one of the typical output standards in U.S. regional accreditation. IE provides information on how well an institution achieves its missions and strategic goals -output (Suskie, 2009) [11] . The purpose of IE is to enhance accountability, and the accreditation process is the primary method for assuring IE (Eaton, 2007) [12] . IE has five fundamental responsibilities: meet stakeholder needs; ensure the institution's health and well-being; ensure resources are effectively deployed, serve the public good; and demonstrate the institution's quality and effectiveness in fulfilling these responsibilities (Suskie, 2015) [13] . According to Suskie (2009) [11] , assessment of student learning is a major component of IE because student learning is a central mission of HEIs.
In response to federal mandates, accreditation commissions have included measurements of IE into accreditation standards for many years. In 1989, SACSCOC was one of the first to use the term IE (Gaston, 2014) [14] . Overall, IE standards in the six regional accrediting agencies require institutions to show evidence that the institution and programs are achieving student learning outcomes and are using systematic and ongoing evaluation to refine key processes for student learning improvement.
U.S. Accreditation Practices and Outcome Assessment
Assessment efforts in higher education responded to external forces such as legislative and accrediting bodies asking for better evidence of accountability (Banta, 2004 [15] ; Anderson, Anaya & Bird, 2005) [16] and for demonstration of return on investment (Ewell, 2009) [17] . The aim of outcomes assessment is to improve learning, inform teaching, and articulate for stakeholders (students, parents, employers, and others) what students are achieving at an institution of higher education (Prochnow, 2011) [18] . Consequently, each program needs to describe what its graduates are able to do (outcomes) and to show evidence of assessment methods to demonstrate students' abilities (assessment).
Conceptual framework: Institutional effectiveness (IE) process and assessment cycle
This research used the IE process from SACSCOC, one of the highest demanding accreditation commissions in U.S. as a research conceptual framework. This process is trained for all institutions in SACSCOC area to demonstrate the transparent and accountable evidence of student learning. To comply with IE standards, institutions need to evaluate the effectiveness of educational programs, administrative support, and educational support. This research only focused on the effectiveness of educational programs. Figure 1 provides a graphic illustration of the IE process. (Suskie, 2009 [11] ; Hoefer, 2015) [19] . The IE process is structured around use of the Assessment Cycle ( Figure 2 ) and IE reporting forms. Making changes for improvement or closing the loop, is the most important part of the Assessment Cycle.
Methodology
The goal of this study was to explore Vietnamese educators' perceptions regarding the feasibility and impact of implementing IE, with a focus on the effectiveness of educational programs in Vietnam's higher education accreditation. Therefore, a qualitative approach was the most appropriate method for collecting and analyzing data related to educators' perspectives about the specific phenomenon of interest.
Three questions guided this study: 
Participants
The seven representative Vietnamese educators were divided into two groups: administrators working in offices of quality assurance and accreditation in Vietnamese national universities and key educator experts who had been engaged in Vietnam accreditation from the beginning and had done much educational research in accreditation ( Table 1) . The interviews were conducted via Skype in Vietnamese. 
Data collection and analysis
Semi-structured interviews (Appendix A), using a protocol of questions and additional probing questions based on information provided by the participant (Glesne, 2011 [21] ; Merriam, 1998) [22] , served to explore the Vietnamese educators' perceptions. Most of the sub-questions in the semi-structured interviews for the second research question followed steps in the IE process and Assessment Cycle.
I contacted participants by email to request their participation in the research study. Upon receiving their agreement to be interviewed, I provided the interview questions and requested a time and date for the interview. An informed consent form was signed, and I asked for permission to record the interview for later transcription and retrieval. Also, I kept an interview log (Merriam, 1998) [22] with specific information such as date, time, place, my impressions and reflections during the interview in a computer file.
Thematic and content analysis, synthesizing the common themes into categories, and patterns of frequently used words (Grbich, 2013) [23] were used for interview transcripts. Also, all themes related to the second research question were structured using steps in the IE process and Assessment Cycle. The process of analyzing data from the participants' interviews involved transcribing, coding, and interpreting the data. All the steps from writing the transcriptions to the data analysis were done in Vietnamese. After the data were completely analyzed and put into themes, I translated the themes and illustrative quotes into English for the research report.
Research findings and discussion

Participants' Perceptions about Vietnamese Higher Education Accreditation Standards
All participants agreed that the current set of Vietnamese accreditation standards lacks an outcomes standard. Educator C complained that institutional accreditation, especially the academic program standard, does not have a positive impact on the quality of the institution or student learning. Educator C explained that Vietnamese institutions do not state their missions: "Institutions just follow the requirements of the Ministry of Education and Training because MOET is the center." The absence of a mission statement in most institutions in Vietnam is a consequence of MOET's centralized management. Educator F emphasized that "the set of quality assurance standards in Vietnam does not have a standard addressing specifically the student learning outcomes."
Four participants indicated that the current standards are mostly about input, although some standards address process. Educator B said outcomes standards in the current set of quality assurance standards are insufficient. He commented that some criteria address the assessment of outcomes in the academic program standard, but not learning outcomes. He argued that the criteria for program learning outcomes simply called for evidence of institutional input, not institutional outcomes. He confirmed that there were no outcomes standards in the current set of quality assurance standards. Educator B supported the inclusion of an outcome standard like IE, as this would contribute to institutional quality enhancement.
Educator D also stated that the set of quality assurance standards focused more on input than outcomes.
"If the reports are full of numbers, they are not perfect. It would be an improvement if the standard requirements balance both qualitative (outcomes) and quantitative (input) information. Qualitative description and explanation enabled evaluators to get deeper information and facilitate their providing feedback. That would result in the accreditation process to be more beneficial to institutions."
When Educator E gave his opinion on the current set of quality assurance standards, he emphasized that the significant difference between the standards of Vietnam and the US is the approach.
"The Vietnamese approach is functionoriented, meanwhile [the] U.S. approach is objective and mission-oriented. In other words, the Vietnamese quality assurance standards focus on input and process, the U.S. standards focus on outcomes. As a result of the input and process-oriented standards, the Vietnamese standards tend to be very detailed because the standards have to cover all the functions of HEIs from students, faculty, administrator, infrastructure to library." Educator E also explained the impact of culture on the development of quality assurance standards. The function-orientation in quality assurance represents the culture of small counties; therefore, the management style focuses on the content of activities rather than objectives. However, administrators focus on perfection of the process but do not relate the process to the destination. Educator E said, "They assume that the perfection of process will lead to the objectives, but it is not true."
The impact of functional management explains why the Vietnamese set of quality assurance standards include many detailed standards and criteria (10 standards and 61 criteria). Educator E also argued that "many educators complained that this set of quality assurance standards does not fit all types of institutions in Vietnam." Educator C emphasized that when institutions develop their mission statements and objectives, this will lead to changes in all their activities. Educator C agreed that Vietnam should change its approach to an objective-orientation because this approach is very beneficial to quality enhancement.
Educator E acknowledged that most developed countries produce evidence of quality through stakeholder satisfaction or the impact of students' knowledge on society, such as scholarly science research or community service. This type of evidence is typically the result of an objective-oriented approach. Educator E supported embedding outcome standards into the current set of quality assurance standards in higher education, but was concerned that it would take time for Vietnam to follow this trend.
Educator G made a comment that the set of quality assurance standards had a positive impact on the institutions' awareness of the significance of a mission statement. He explained, "Public institutions do not have the culture to state the missions because they just do what the MOET tells them to do. They do not care about missions. However, the private institutions acknowledge the importance of mission statements toward their existence."
As an example, Educator G described his own onsite visit experience. The team had a difficult time locating the institution's mission statement; therefore, the team placed the institution on probation because the team did not accept the institution's claim that the mission was stated in their annual report. He declared that "because institutions do not align their missions and objectives to their daily activities, they had a feeling they were compared with the peers during the accreditation process." Educator G meant that the mission of research institutions should be different from that of the comprehensive university; however, Vietnam HEIs currently are not classified in this way.
The findings indicated that most participants supported implementation of an outcome standard in Vietnam higher education accreditation. Noticeably, most participants mentioned the Vietnamese function-oriented versus the U.S. objective-oriented approach as a challenge in the accreditation process. It could be inferred from participant's opinions that the function-oriented approach hinders the quality assurance process of accreditation in Vietnam.
Participants' Perceptions about the Institutional Effectiveness Process
To understand the participants' perspectives regarding use of IE in Vietnam, at the beginning of the interviews, I presented the four stages of the IE compliance process (Missions and Goals, Strategic Planning, IE Planning and Assessment, Operational Planning) and asked for the participants' perspectives on each stage. All participants were aware of IE process and Assessment Cycle benefits and all were impressed with the last step in the IE process, using assessment results to allocate resources (Operational Planning) for continuous quality improvement. Some participants shared specific benefits such as having institutional autonomy to set goals and design assessment measures to achieve them (Educator A), improving the internal quality of higher education (Educator C) and taking advantage of the Assessment Cycle to improve student learning through the course level (Educator D).
However, all participants mentioned the challenge of institutions just following MOET's central management and instruction. The Vietnamese higher education institutions do not have autonomy, especially financial autonomy, to establish their own mission, and they have no experience with strategic planning (Educator C and F). Individual participants also shared other concerns. For example, Educator A thought that Vietnam does not have the human resources to work on IE. Educator C stated, "the steps in the IE process are very new and weak in Vietnam"; therefore, he was unsure if implementation would be feasible. Educator D also noted that IE innovation would need the leaders' support and recognition to be successful.
These findings imply that financial autonomy for higher education institutions would be needed to facilitate implementation of the IE process. Financial autonomy enables institutions to do strategic planning, the first step in IE process. This conclusion is supported by the results of a MOET pilot of financial autonomy that was carried out over the period, 2014-2017. The pilot included 23 institutions demonstrating quality improvements such as opening new academic programs that meet social needs, innovations in materials, and new pedagogy for advanced programs (VNU-HNCollege of Economics, 2017).
Participants' Perceptions about the Assessment Cycle
To provide evidence of student learning at the program level, the academic programs need to follow five steps:
1. Write student learning outcomes (SLOs) 2. Map the curriculum to align the course learning outcomes with program learning outcomes (Curriculum Map) 3. Select the appropriate assessment measures 4. Collect and analyze data 5. Use the assessment results for program improvement (Actions for Improvement) All participants agreed that Vietnamese institutions are familiar with the first two steps (SLOs and Curriculum Map), but they do not have any experience with the last three steps (Assessment Measures, Data Collection, and Actions for Improvement). The findings indicated that not many institutions practice all the steps of the Assessment Cycle. Four educators (A, C, D and G) claimed that program assessment is a significant challenge in Vietnam. Most academic programs develop student learning outcomes without conducting surveys to involve stakeholders and that outcomes, once developed, are not assessed. In addition to a lack of knowledge about how to write program learning outcomes, Educator C emphasized that institutions are unable to construct curriculum maps and assessment measures (e.g., a rubric). There is not a culture of stating SLOs for programs and institutions (Educator G), although the MOET center of testing and accreditation provided training workshops for many institutions.
In contrast, three Educators (B, F and G) described the positive program assessment practices of some big universities in the South of Vietnam and universities committed to international programmatic accreditation. These institutions had strong leader support, a budget allocation, high faculty and staff participation, and dedication to following programmatic accreditation (Educator F); therefore, they were eager and committed to the assessment process. Educator F emphasized that most of these institutions conducted program assessment for their internal improvement. They reported the results to faculty and leaders about the institution's achievement. In addition, these institutions practiced the first two steps in program assessment to achieve international programmatic accreditation (AUN) (Educator G) or they received assistance from international experts in writing learning outcomes and mapping the curriculum to the learning outcomes (Educator B).
The interviews revealed that most institutions have become familiar with the concept of SLOs, but only some institutions in the South of Vietnam have mapped the sequence of courses in an academic program (curriculum map). All participants agreed that curriculum mapping is a good way to visualize the alignment of courses with respect to curriculum and program goals before choosing appropriate assessment measures to collect data for quality improvement. It can be inferred that institutions wanting international accreditation might have a better understanding and better implementation of the Assessment Cycle.
Participants' Suggestions for Implementing Institutional Effectiveness Standards and Continuous Improvement All participants supported the implementation of an IE standard in Vietnamese institutional accreditation, as it currently does not have any outcomes standards. In order to implement the IE process successfully, four participants (B, C, E and G) suggested that MOET focus on managing the quality of higher education through policy rather than micromanaging institutional activities. They called for MOET to give more autonomy to institutions, especially financial autonomy. The institutions would then have more flexibility to conduct strategic planning that is consistent with their mission or context. In addition, four participants recommended using accreditation as an effective tool to manage the quality of education. The participants appeared to support linking the MOET budget allocation to accreditation. Institutions would need to provide evidence of student learning to receive government funding. This alignment would provide extrinsic motivation for HEIs to comply with accreditation. Most importantly, MOET needs to take an action on an institution's accreditation status. If an institution fails to obtain accredited status, the institutions should not be able to receive funding. This strong ramification of failing accreditation would encourage institutions to take the accreditation process more seriously. Eventually, accreditation would become an authentic indicator of improved educational quality.
To implement the Assessment Cycle, participants recommended constructing detailed guidelines for each step. For example, step one should define terminology (e.g., goals and learning outcomes) and provide guidelines for writing measurable outcomes because these outcomes direct academic programs in the instruction provided and ensure students achieve the stated outcomes. Most participants were impressed with the term measurable because this qualifier narrows the scope of outcomes and goals set by institutions. A guidebook also would need to address fundamental knowledge about curriculum maps, assessment measures, data collection techniques and writing specific actions for improvement to facilitate assessment planning for the next year.
Recommendations for Implementing IE in Vietnam Higher Education Accreditation
Recommendations for MOET As the education cost is higher and higher in U.S., there was a call for higher accountability and transparency in student learning from HEIs and all six U.S. regional accreditation commissions responded to this call by embedding an IE standard into their accreditation standards (Middaugh, 2007 [24] ; Gaston, 2014) [14] . Therefore, in addition to encouraging more institutions to participate in the financial autonomy initiative to improve HE quality, MOET should consider emphasizing accountability in its current "three transparency policy". For example, Ewell (2009) [17] stated that U.S. regional accreditation commissions quickly included IE requirements in the standards when pressured by the Department of Education to evidence the quality of student learning. Vietnam can follow this practice to embed the IE process into Vietnamese Higher Education accreditation standards. Vietnamese MOET should develop a systematic structure for requiring evidence of student learning, which would call for public and private centers for accreditation to revise the standards to include student outcomes. In addition, MOET should consider an accountable and transparent policy requiring institutions to make available all information about their institutions, especially posting the evidence of student learning on their websites. Vietnam can learn from practices of the U.S. Voluntary System of Accountability Program (VSA): (a) provide a tool for public institutions to demonstrate accountability and transparency, particularly in the areas of access, cost, student progress, and student outcomes; (b) provide a consumer information tool with clear, consistent, and comparable information on the undergraduate student experience through the College Portrait website; and (c) support innovation in the measurement and reporting of educational outcomes and facilitate the identification and implementation of effective practices as part of institutional improvement efforts (VSA, 2016) [25] . MOET should consider adapting VSA practices that are relevant to the Vietnam context such as the evidence of student learning, College Portrait, and employment rate.
To facilitate implementation of the IE process, MOET should fund the assessment of student learning and use the results as performance indicators of the institutions' quality assurance. This funding support and use of indicators would encourage institutions to train for and adopt processes that respond to outcomes-oriented standards in Vietnam higher education accreditation.
Recommendations to Centers for Accreditation Currently, Vietnam has four public and one private centers of accreditation. These centers are authorized to conduct onsite visits and provide training to HEIs. The research findings confirmed that institutional accreditation in Vietnam does not have an outcome standard; therefore, the centers for accreditation should consider proposing an outcome standard into the higher education accreditation standards. IE should be a separate standard in Vietnamese institutional accreditation. For example, SACSCOC has two standards addressing IE (Core Requirement 2.5 and Comprehensive Standard 3.3) that Vietnam could consider embedding into its current higher education accreditation standard.
"The institution engages in ongoing, integrated, and institution-wide research-based planning and evaluation processes that (1) incorporate a systematic review of institutional mission, goals, and outcomes; (2) result in continuing improvement in institutional quality;
and (3) (Figure 1 ) might be helpful for implementation of an IE standard at Vietnamese institutions. In the U.S., the IE office is typically a complete unit under the administrative office at each institution. Normally, the IE office reports directly to the vice president of academic affairs. The major responsibilities of this office are aligned closely with the IE cycle: develop assessment methodologies, coordinate the continuous improvement cycle, and oversee data collection. Some U.S. HEIs also have a vice president of IE who oversees academic affairs and institutional effectiveness for the entire university. l After building an IE infrastructure, the institutions need to set up a strategic plan. Institutions that have participated in the financial autonomy pilot will have an advantage when implementing the IE process and setting up a strategic plan that aligns the assessment of academic units with the university's resources and budget allocation. Strategic planning outlines a clear path for institutions to achieve their goals and provides clear information to stakeholders (Silver, 2018) [26] . This process enables institutions to identify their strengths, challenges, and opportunities in the planning stage. Strategic planning also must be supported with a thoughtful resource allocation process to ensure that university resources are directed toward the achievement of the goal (Powell & Tedder, 2018) [27] .
Finally, to allocate resources appropriately, units must complete all four steps in the Assessment Cycle to provide evidence for financial, human, or infrastructure budget allocation. This research found that not many universities in Vietnam are familiar with the last two steps of this model. However, the institutions need to follow all the steps in the model to gather assessment results for continuous quality improvement. 
Conclusion
This study examined Vietnamese key educators' perceptions about the potential of implementing a U.S. regional accreditation output standard, Institutional Effectiveness (IE), to address output in the current set of accreditation standards in Vietnam higher education. This research has tried to answer three questions: the participants' perceptions about the higher education accreditation standards, the implementation of IE process and Assessment Cycle, and suggestions for the implementation. All participants agreed there is an absence of output-oriented standards in Vietnam higher education accreditation standards.
They also believed the implementation of an IE process and Assessment Cycle beneficial to improve the role of accreditation on ensuring the quality assurance of higher education institutions. Since these ideas are new and weak in Vietnam higher education, participants recommended having more financial autonomy for higher education institutions to practice strategic planning and have capacity to allocate budget and resources based on the assessment results. This research also tried to make some recommendations to the MOET, centers for accreditation, and offices of quality assurance to facilitate the implementation of IE. Although this research is not generalizable beyond Vietnam, educators in other countries that are developing their higher education accreditation systems may be able to use the results of this research to inform their efforts. When implementing this research, the readers might consider two limitations. Although each of the six regional accrediting agencies in the U.S. share similar expectations of IE, they have their own language to address IE in its own standards. Hence, the suggestion of IE standard for Vietnam higher education accreditation only represents the language of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC). Also, most of the study's participants are involved in assessment and accreditation activities; therefore, it lacks the voice of faculty and staff who are not in favor of assessment and accreditation.
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